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Abstract 
This exploratory study provides an overview on gains in sociolinguistic and pragmatic competences drawing upon research 
carried out in this field in the last decades. It also offers an original, detailed account of a fundamental constituent of the language 
tourism product: the language-learning component, which encompasses the educational input and the language learning 
complements. Thus, a key aspect of the language tourism market system will be depicted from the perspective of the supply. This
model aims at constituting a conceptual framework for subsequent research on the role within the language tourism experience of
different study abroad program design features.  
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction 
The last decade has witnessed an increase in the number of students of English as a foreign language who decide 
to take part in study abroad (SA) programmes in the major English speaking destinations, i.e. the UK, Ireland, 
Australia, New Zealand, the USA, Canada, Malta and South Africa. Generally speaking, the value of the language 
travel industry in such regions was estimated at US$11,516,055,060 in 2012 as indicated in the Global Market 2012 
Report produced by Study Travel Magazine (Norris, 2013). On the whole, the English language teaching market 
continued to grow slightly in terms of student volume and revenue according to the Global Market 2013 Report 
published by Study Travel Magazine (Norris, 2014), as “the US dollar value of the English teaching market in eight 
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of the major English language destinations increased by 3.3 per cent between 2012 and 2013 making the industry 
worth US$ 11,704,196,243” (Norris, 2014, p. 26). The total student volume grew by 0.4 % to 1,557,891. 
SA sojourners are supposed to benefit from their stays in many different ways. This paper will focus on language 
learning outcomes in SA contexts, and then will move on to some SA programme design characteristics which may 
be conducive to effective foreign language acquisition and satisfactory SA experiences. To conclude, future lines of 
action will be presented. 
2. Language Gains Deriving from SA Stays 
A systematic review of literature up to date reflects great scholarly interest in the impacts of SA sojourns on 
communicative competence. Whereas some works reveal gains in general proficiency (Churchill & DuFon, 2006; 
Freed, 1998), most researchers have focused on specific aspects of communicative competence.  
The development of pragmatic competence in SA contexts has mainly been studied following ethnographic 
methods, i.e. analyzing routines, register, terms of address, and speech acts in learner journals, interviews, recorded 
conversations, etc. (Churchill & DuFon, 2006). In general, empirical evidence shows that SA sojourners’ pragmatic 
competence is fostered, particularly with respect to their production skills, as they can benefit from social interaction 
with the local community more naturally than in a formal instruction setting at home. On the whole, SA students’ 
usage of formulaic expressions is enhanced, but it has been found that they tend to overuse them, sometimes in 
inappropriate situations. Therefore, it has been concluded that their pragmatic acquisition hardly ever reaches a 
native-like level, and sometimes it even deviates from the target norm. Some studies revealed that the participants 
were not fully aware of the target language pragmatic standards and could not produce accurate output either 
because it was not considered necessary or because it confronted the learners’ personality or identity (Barron, 2003; 
DuFon, 2006; Siegal, 1995). Likewise, sociolinguistic gains occasionally characterized by over-generalization and 
misuse has also been reported (Freed, 1998).  
The interest in documenting significant individual variation in language related outcomes nowadays tend to take 
a qualitative approach going beyond simple correlations between student activity and measures of linguistic 
development. Current research has to consider factors like the role of communications technologies and social media 
in globalised societies, and needs to regard second language acquisition abroad as a dialogic phenomenon that takes 
place in intercultural contexts and has important subjective dimensions (Kinginger, 2013). However, the social turn 
of SA research and the wealth of corpus-based research allowing for a better understanding of verbal interactions 
through conversation analysis contrast with the scarcity of longitudinal studies and the limitation of the populations 
studied, mainly English-speaking. Another area worth exploring is the correlation between different aspects of SA 
programmes and the success of language tourism experience. 
3. Language Tourism 
Language travel can be examined from different perspectives. While researchers have long been interested in the 
area of second language acquisition, the identification of SA sojourners as language tourists who make use of tourist 
services and engage not only in language learning tasks, but also in tourist activities, has not been extensively 
researched so far from an academic perspective despite the commercial significance of this niche within the global 
tourism industry; hence the need to conceptualise it. The research presented in this paper is part of a comprehensive 
study which aims at defining this form of tourism, determining its variables and designing a conceptual model which 
can be used as an underlying framework for subsequent investigations in various related areas (Iglesias, 2016). 
The market system in which language travel experiences are generated cannot be understood without the 
complementary angles of the supply and the demand. While previous research has analysed consumer-related 
factors (Iglesias, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2015d), the spotlight will now turn to the supply, and more specifically, to a 
key constituent: the language tourism product. In this paper the language tourism supply will be examined following 
the model of educational tourism market system devised by Ritchie (2003), which has been adapted to the particular 
characteristics of this phenomenon.  
Using an exploratory approach, data have been obtained through literature review and processed by means of 
categorisation. In order to gain a better understanding of what the language travel supply consists of from different 
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perspectives, the above mentioned areas will be looked at in the next section. A general overview will be provided 
and then we will zoom in on the product composition from a learning angle to pinpoint the educational input and the 
language learning complements. Each one of these two broad categories will be broken down into subcategories to 
create a taxonomy of aspects that need to be taken into account when analysing the language learning component. 
Three key elements must be highlighted in the configuration of the language tourism supply: the product 
composition, the marketing and management structures, and the destinations' environmental and social resource 
base. The language tourism product comprises a language learning component and a travel component. The former 
may involve some sort of educational input supplemented by complements, whereas the latter may include transport, 
accommodation, catering and leisure arrangements. The marketing and management structures are responsible for 
planning, promoting, selling and providing the language tourism product. They can range from language education 
providers, to public administration institutions, to trade bodies or travel planners. Last but not least, to analyse the 
environmental and social resource base at the target destinations the local culture and host community need to be 
examined, as well as their geographical context and their current situation concerning the political, economic, social, 
technological, environmental and legal factors that define them. Table 1 offers an overview of all these aspects. 
Table 1. Language tourism supply: the language tourism product. 
1. Product composition 1.1. Language learning component 1.1.1. Educational input 
1.1.2. Language learning complements 
1.2. Travel component  1.2.1. Transport 
1.2.2. Accommodation 
1.2.3. Catering 
1.2.4. Leisure 
2. Marketing & management 
structures
2.1. Language education providers 
2.2. Public administration institutions 
2.3. Trade bodies 
2.4. Travel planners 
3. Destination’s environmental  
& social resource base 
3.1. Local culture 
3.2. Host community 
3.3. Geographical context 
3.4. Current situation (political, economic, social, technological, environmental & legal 
factors) 
4. The language tourism product 
Observing the language tourism product in more depth, it is obvious that full language learning experiences 
abroad lie on the services supplied by both the tourism industry and language education agents. Let us focus on the 
language learning component and the elements that integrate it, shown in Table 2. The categorisation of all its 
constituents will be presented in two separate subsections. The first will be concerned with the educational input, 
while the language learning complements will be dealt with in the second one. 
Table 2. Language tourism  product composition: the language learning components. 
1. Educational input 1.1. Informal education 
1.2. Formal education 1.2.1. Programme design 1.2.1.1. Standard 
1.2.1.2. Tailor-made 
1.2.2. Educational setting 1.2.2.1. First level 
1.2.2.2. Second level 
1.2.2.3. Third level 
1.2.2.4. Language school 
1.2.2.5. Teacher’s home 
1.2.3. Student-teacher ratio 
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1.2.4. Demographics 1.2.4.1. Age 
1.2.4.2. Gender 
1.2.4.3. Education 
1.2.4.4. Occupation 
1.2.4.5. Origins 
1.2.4.6. Travel party 
1.2.5. Course timing 1.2.5.1. Length of course 
1.2.5.2. Period of tuition 
1.2.5.3. Duration of sessions 
1.2.5.4. Frequency of sessions 
1.2.6. Learning focus 1.2.6.1. Learning objectives  
1.2.6.2. Language teaching approaches
1.2.7. Classroom activities  1.2.7.1. Nature of tasks 
1.2.7.2. Degree of complexity 
1.2.7.3. Goals 
1.2.7.4. Processes 
1.2.7.5. Roles of students 
1.2.8. Resources  1.2.8.1. Materials  
1.2.8.2. Media 
1.2.8.3. Degree of digitalization 
1.2.9. Assessment  1.2.9.1. Focus 
1.2.9.2. Methods 
1.2.9.3. Periods 
1.2.9.4. Agents 
1.2.10. Accreditation 1.2.10.1. Exam preparation 
1.2.10.2. Certificate of achievement  
1.2.10.3. Certificate of attendance 
1.2.10.4. None 
2. Language learning 
complements 
2.1. Complements not included 
2.2. Language learning supplemented by complementary activities 
2.3. Activity-led learning 
4.1. Educational input 
Language learning is a fundamental concern for language tourists. Therefore, the educational input they receive 
during their trip is a determining aspect in their language tourism experience, as it may not only contribute to their 
linguistic acquisition, but also to the fulfilment of their expectations with respect to other related aspects, such as 
self-realisation. The implications on their perceived overall satisfaction have been discussed in Iglesias, 2015b. 
Although the vast majority of language travellers have access to language learning input through formal 
education providers, not all language tourists may be interested in hiring the services of language teaching 
institutions or teachers. They may acquire the target foreign language autonomously, through immersion or 
sustained contact with members of the local community, by interacting systematically and receiving feedback from 
them in conversation exchanges, by using the wide range of online language learning resources, etc. 
For most language travellers, though, the main sources for their educational input are supplied in formal 
education contexts, usually in SA programmes (for a detailed account of consumer behaviour see Iglesias, 2015d). 
Such programmes have a standard design, as they have been conceived, arranged and commercialised for a market 
segment (e.g. juniors, exam-takers, business people, etc.). However, nowadays more and more language travel 
providers need to face to the demands of both agents and students, and this sometimes includes a point of difference 
or adapting to specific needs in tailor-made programmes. They may have to cater for special customer targets, such 
as closed groups. The demand for specialised programmes catering for particular interests is growing. Themed 
programmes may focus on Harry Potter or be based on a school project dealing with the castles of Northumberland, 
just to mention two examples of summer programmes in the UK (Norris, 2016). 
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At present language courses are on offer not only in language schools, but also in different educational settings, 
ranging from primary and secondary schools to universities. A recent trend is home tuition (Smith, 2015). The 
flexibility of home tuition language programmes, in which the student lives and learns in the teacher’s home, is 
becoming increasingly attractive among clients with specific objectives or who want to make the maximum progress 
in the shortest possible time. Every course is designed for each individual student’s needs, so stays can be shorter 
and adapted to their requirements. Home tuition is completely student-centred, since the dates of the course, its 
content, the style of delivery and the extra activities are tailor-made. The students benefit from complete immersion 
in the culture of the host country and the chance to increase their self-confidence by practising the target language at 
all times. For example, home tuition can focus on exam preparation, business communication, job interview skills or 
professional competences. They are also ideal for couples or for students who are planning study a degree in the host 
country, as an introduction to experience the local culture and academic systems. 
Obviously a student-teacher ratio of one-to-one does not often yield the same results as those deriving from a 
more crowded class. A number of UK language schools currently offer mini-group classes (between two and four 
students) with enhanced interaction and learning dynamics. Nevertheless, larger groups also allow for fruitful 
outcomes. In other words, class size alone does not guarantee successful language acquisition. 
In this regard, demographic aspects such as age, gender, education, occupation, origins and travel party, may 
prove significant (for an extensive description see Iglesias 2015a). At present, customers are becoming used to 
taking part in summer programmes at an earlier age and to travelling to farther destinations. For example, more and 
more European students are interested in North America instead of the traditional destinations, such as the UK or 
Malta. Generally speaking, the nationalities of sojourners taking part in summer language programmes depend on 
the provider’s location (Norris, 2016). For instance, traditionally strong outbound destinations like Russia and Spain 
are currently suffering from the effects of the financial crisis. This involves a drop in the volume of students coming 
from these countries, particularly in relation to summer programmes. 
As for course timing, the length of the course and the period of tuition play a major role, as well as the duration 
and the frequency of the sessions. The period of the year when SA programmes are more demanded may be 
somehow related to the participants’ nationalities. Summer stays are particularly influenced by the different times 
when different countries have school holidays. In the northern hemisphere school-age students have very long 
holidays in the summer and wish to take advantage of them to take part in short-term SA stays, including language 
plus activities. In the past the most popular months were July and August, whereas nowadays June and July seem to 
be more successful, probably because the school period tends to start earlier in some countries. As for the southern 
hemisphere, in Australia and New Zealand summer programmes taking place in December and January have also 
experienced an increase. The target in these destinations includes a more Asian demographic (Norris, 2016). 
Summer language programmes have always been a strong market for language study operators, and this trend 
will probably continue. Students take now shorter summer programmes, from two to four weeks, while they tend to 
stay abroad for longer periods the rest of the year, particularly if they enrol in language courses for academic 
purposes. Contrary to what happens in year-round programmes, nationality mix is a concern in summer 
programmes, as opportunities for practising the target language wish to be maximised. Providers therefore need to 
face to the requirements from students of different cultural backgrounds. Operators are occasionally requested by 
parents to ensure that their child is the only one of their nationality in the school (Norris, 2016). 
Whereas in the past those people who travelled abroad to learn English were interested in general English or 
exam preparation courses for an average period of six months, nowadays language study travellers have more 
specific aims, tend to be more results-driven and enrol in shorter courses, so language programmes have a more 
practical orientation (Smith, 2011). The learning focus, classroom activities, resources and assessment are other key 
features related to the educational input (a thorough explanation of all these variables is provided in Iglesias, 2015b). 
Pedagogic innovation is a relevant issue, particularly in the junior market, where contextualised dynamic, 
entertaining and varied learning activities that constitute a break from traditional school teaching are required. In 
this sense, the incorporation of new technologies is more and more valued, so many overseas language schools are 
now fitted with interactive whiteboards and Wi-Fi (Smith, 2011). 
To finish with, accreditation may be a major concern for learners taking a language course abroad. Some may be 
especially interested in exam preparation, while others may only require a certificate of achievement or attendance, 
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or they may simply not expect any sort of accreditation, for example in the case of home tuition.  Millions of 
international students around the world take language exams overseas each year in search of accreditation to access 
future higher education, employment or residential status, particularly in English speaking contexts with restrictive 
immigration policies requiring recognised evidence of English language skills for visa applications. This is the 
reason why the English exam testing sector is a growing segment of the study travel industry. English test 
preparation providers included in SA programmes cover a wide range of  exams, from Toefl and Toeic to Ielts, but 
also the ones by Trinity College London or the Cambridge English suite, as well as very specialised tests for 
industrial or business purposes (Knott, 2015). 
4.2. Language learning complements 
As we have seen, the educational input is an essential component of the language tourism product, and depending 
on its nature it may be complemented by supplementary activities. Activities may also be integrated in an activity-
led learning process and used as a vehicle for language acquisition. As a matter of fact, language learning 
complements are rarely excluded, particularly in formal education settings. 
SA programmes that combine language learning and activities, especially in the summer, have always been a 
healthy niche in the global language learning industry, mainly for junior learners. Customers increasingly deviate 
from the traditional format, based on formal language tuition in the morning and excursions in the afternoon. This 
sector is changing, since students increasingly require different activities, destinations or approaches. 
Activities can be a strong attraction and a fundamental ingredient in a programme’s success. They are usually 
designed to introduce as many students to each other as possible, to get to know the local inhabitants and culture, or 
as a means for experiential learning. Some of the traditional activities that are offered in combination with language 
learning consist of practicing sports, going on excursions or visiting tourist attractions. Alongside perennial 
favourites, such as football, golf, tennis and horse-riding, new options include yoga, cycling, ski and snowboarding, 
go-karting, wall-climbing, theatre, art, dance, volunteer work in the local community or seminars. A wider range of 
activities are being introduced, some of which reflect present worldwide trends. For instance, Silicon Valley tours 
are arranged in San Francisco for junior students (Norris, 2016). Diversification is gaining ground, and the social 
and cultural activities that may be undertaken in SA programmes have also grown. These may include Chinese 
martial arts, dumpling cooking, tea ceremonies, calligraphy and traditional paper folding in China. 
There is also growing interest in including more academic content in summer programmes. Parents nowadays 
also look for programmes that are project-based or that offer a taster course encompassing lectures from university 
professors or visits to colleges so that young students can have an overview of the academic options they may have 
after leaving secondary school. Thus, teenagers can get English instruction in the morning and a more academic 
programme in the afternoon, for example, which may help them with their future career choice. The global 
economic downturn and the fact that parents wish to capitalise on their investment in SA stays may be the reasons 
underlying this current trend towards a career-focused summer programme. 
Travelling summer schools and multi-centre language settings providing courses where students stay in different 
locations throughout their SA sojourn are also a growing trend and an innovative concept. Learners study the target 
language through immersion while touring several locations within the host country. This enables them to get to 
know a country as well as the local culture and the host community in its own environment. At the same time, the 
students receive formal language instruction from teachers who accompany them throughout the whole tour. They 
can get up to 200 hours language practice in just a fortnight and enjoy authentic experiences (Healy, 2015a). 
The summer school’s location may influence the design of the programme, based on the local features, not only 
in cultural terms, but also with respect to the natural resources available. SA sojourners have become more daring 
and as a complement to formal language instruction they engage in adventure activities or extreme sports, such as 
skydiving, bungee jumping or mountain biking, for example in New Zealand (Norris, 2016). 
Let us finish this section illustrating some activities on offer at different destinations. Spanish and cooking or 
flamenco, as well as gastronomic packages, such as Spanish or French plus wine tasting, a visit to a local vineyard, 
or a seminar with wine producers, are becoming very popular in Spain and France. In France, the students can 
combine general French lessons in the mornings and additional specialised French lessons for fashion in the 
afternoons in order to gain insight into the history and business of fashion, as well as haute couture design and 
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dressmaking. (Deacon, 2015b). For a more integrated experience, in Australian ‘English through’ programmes, 
students may have an English class where the teacher introduces the topics and themes for the week, for instance 
‘street art’, and then compliments the lesson with a trip to explore the artistic uniqueness of a particular local 
neighbourhood. In this travelling classroom, where less structured activities are integrated into the language course, 
students take an active part in their language learning and feel less inhibited (Deacon, 2015a). In South Africa, as a 
complement to English courses, an impressive array of activities is on offer, such as safaris, whale watching, sky-
diving, surfing, shark cage diving, paragliding and quad biking, as well as volunteer programmes (Healy, 2015b). 
5. Conclusions 
The factors and considerations, which have been reported in the previous section, allow for a thorough account of 
the language-learning component within the language tourism product. This groundwork can be a springboard for 
future investigations on SA programme planning, implementation and evaluation. 
The limitations of this framework may lie in the fact that, of course, other classifications may be possible and that 
some subcategories may overlap, as they are interrelated and limits are blurred, for example when it comes to 
assessment and accreditation. On the other hand, categorisation may be endless, vague or obvious (for instance in 
terms of student-teacher ratio), which can derive in excessive fragmentation or overgeneralisation, so practicality 
has been a major concern. 
Product composition can be fundamental for the success of language tourism experiences from the point of view 
of both the supply and the demand. The scope of this paper has been restricted to language acquisition since this is a 
major objective for language travellers, even though the transformational possibilities for them may go beyond 
purely linguistic outcomes. Nevertheless, the travel component can also play an import role, and further research can 
focus on knowing its configuration, putting it in relation with consumer related aspects and finding out how it 
affects different subsectors of the tourism industry. Forthcoming lines of research can also lead to continue 
identifying other key variables and processes within the market system, analyzing its strengths and weaknesses, and 
detecting threats for development and opportunities for improvement. In addition, other studies may aim at 
obtaining indicators in terms of both inbound and outbound tourism, carrying out market segmentations for 
marketing purposes, exploring the impacts language travel experiences generate on the users and the host 
destinations. The range of research options is wide and should contribute to gaining in depth academic knowledge, 
which should be transferred and have practical implications for the development of the industry, the local 
communities and the benefit of language tourists.  
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